Introduction
The use of alcohol and other drugs has long been suspected as a possible risk factor for homicide victimization.' Because homicide is now recognized as a major cause of premature mortality in the United States, recent public health initiatives have emphasized the need to define better the role of alcohol and other risk factors for homicide victimization and perpetration. 2 Alcohol use could relate to an increased risk of homicide victimization in several ways.Y'l0 Alcohol could increase the likelihood of risk-taking and provocative behavior by some potential victims; this might, in turn, lead to violent interactions and homicide. Wolfgang originally advanced the concept that such homicides are victim-precipitated.3 This hypothesis is consistent with the known physiological action of alcohol which, acting as a central nervous system depressant, may release inhibitory control mechanisms and thereby permit expression of aggressive or violent behavior.8 Alternatively, individuals who are intoxicated may be easier targets for robberies and other predatory crimes that often end in homicide. Clinical and experimental research has addressed the questions of whether alcohol use increases risk-taking behavior, whether behavioral effects of alcohol are modulated by the presence of congeners, and whether alcohol use and instigator intent are important in shaping aggressive behavior.7'9"10 However, experimental data concerning the hypothetical role played by alcohol are still inconclusive.
Most studies of the relationship between alcohol use and homicide reported in the literature have been subject to a variety of methodologic constraints.11-8 Many studies have been limited by their reliance on a history of alcohol use by victims and/or offenders prior to the homicide. Such historical accounts of alcohol use given by a variety of informants represent, at best, only a crude proxy for level of blood also detected most commonly in victims killed during weekends, when homicides occurred in bars or restaurants, when homicides resulted from physical fights or verbal arguments, when victims were friends or acquaintances of offenders, and when homicides resulted from stabbings. The evidence for alcohol use by homicide victims focuses attention on the need for controlled epidemiologic studies of the role played by alcohol as a risk factor in homicide and on the importance of considering situational variables in developing approaches to homicide prevention. (Am J Public Health 1986; 76:144-149.) alcohol at the time of the homicide'9; this limits the interpretation of findings as they relate to biologic and behavioral effects of alcohol on homicide occurrence. A second limitation has been the limited field of demographic and situational variables available for examination (situational variables have been defined as factors which describe a person's engagement with an array of other persons, objects, and/or actions over a period of time).20 Recent evidence suggests that alcohol consumption and subsequent behavior of people who are drinking can be profoundly influenced by the situation or environment within which the drinking takes place.21 '22 Third, many of the previous reports about alcohol and homicide are based on studies of restricted, unrepresentative samples of victims rather than on large population-based samples. '8 This paper reports results of a study of blood alcohol levels detected in homicide victims who were killed in Los Angeles between 1970 and 1979. Specifically, the study examines how blood alcohol levels in homicide victims are related to demographic characteristics ofthese victims and to situational characteristics of the homicide event.
Methods
Information about alcohol levels in homicide victims was collected as part of a study, initiated in 1980, of all homicides that occurred in the city of Los Angeles from 1970 to 1979. 23 The city of Los Angeles comprises 464 square miles within Los Angeles County, and in 1980 had an estimated population of approximately 3 million. For the 10-year period studied, a total of 4,950 criminal homicides (i.e., death due to injuries illegally inflicted by another person with intent to injure or kill, by any means) occurred in the city. The average crude annual rate of homicide for Los Angeles for this period was 17.1 per 100,000 population, but rates increased 84 per cent over the decade from 12.5 per 100,000 in 1970 to 23.0 per 100,000 population in 1979. Homicide rates also varied dramatically among different sex, age, and race-ethnic groups; rates were higher among males (27.0 per 100,000), persons who were 25 to 34 years old (26.9 per 100,000), and Blacks (45.6 per 100,000).
Demographic characteristics of victims and perpetrators, and details about the homicides were obtained from ing: 49.8 per cent of those less than age 15 years and 25.2 per cent of those over age 65 years were not tested compared to only 11.9 per cent of victims in the 15-to 64-year age group.
Alcohol was detected in 1,883 (46 per cent) ofthe victims who were tested; levels ranged from 1 mg per 100 ml (1 mg per cent) to 870 mg per cent. In 15.9 per cent of the victims, levels were c 99 mg per cent; however, in 30 per cent of the victims, blood levels were -100 mg per cent, the level of legal intoxication in most states. Male homicide victims were almost twice as likely to have detectable alcohol levels in their blood as were females: detectable levels were found in 51.3 per cent of males and 25.8 per cent of females ( Table 1) . Levels of 2 100 mg per cent were detected in 34.1 per cent of males and in 14.8 per cent of females.
Blood alcohol levels varied markedly by race-ethnicity. Latino victims, as a group, were observed to have the highest proportions of detectable alcohol (57 per cent), in contrast to 47.7 per cent of Blacks and 34.6 per cent of Whites (Table 2) . Levels were -100 mg per cent in 38.2 per cent of Latinos, 31.8 per cent of Blacks, and 20.5 per cent of Whites. Approximately one-halfof all victims in the 25-to 64-year age group showed evidence ofalcohol use prior to their homicide, and more than one-third of all persons in this group had alcohol concentrations 2 100 mg per cent (Table 2) .
Alcohol levels were also examined in relation to age and race-ethnic groupings in males. The proportions of victims with any detectable level of alcohol were generally lowest among Whites (Figure 1) . Alcohol was present in more than half of the Black males in the 25 to 64 year age groups, and in 70. 4 Evidence for alcohol use was greatest among persons (58.6 per cent) in contrast to only 28.7 per cent of victims who were strangled (Table 3 ).
Discussion
The results of this study indicate that alcohol consumption was common in persons who were homicide victims in Los Angeles from 1970 to 1979. Moreover, because rigorous criteria specifying duration between time of injury and death were not used to exclude victims, the results probably underestimate the proportion of cases in which alcohol was present at the time of the homicidal encounter. Although previous investigations in other settings have demonstrated that alcohol use is common among homicide victims, the present study is unique. It examined all of the homicides that occurred in a defined, culturally heterogeneous community over an extended time period. Second, results of laboratory testing for alcohol presence were linked to the data file of each homicide victim; this file included information about victims and suspects, as well as details about the homicide event. Finally, this study setting provided the opportunity to examine alcohol use in Latino homicide victims and to compare these findings directly with patterns of alcohol use among Whites and Blacks.
In general, our findings reflected patterns of alcohol consumption that have been previously reported for different population subgroups.2930 Most striking, however, was the evidence of use among male Latino victims, suggesting that this association may be a problem that warrants special attention. 30 Wolfgang found that alcohol use prior to the homicide had been reported for 53 per cent of the victims in Philadelphia3'4 and that for nearly 44 per cent of all homicides, alcohol use had been reported for both the victim and offender. Wolfgang also found that alcohol use was reported in 56 per cent of male victims but in only 42 '7 In this study, we took a descriptive approach to examine the relationship between alcohol use and homicide victimization. This approach alone cannot establish that alcohol is a risk factor for homicide. However, because alcohol consumption patterns are related to certain demographic characteristics, and because of alcohol's known physiologic and behavioral effects, the role of alcohol must be further studied and considered when developing approaches to the prevention of homicide and other forms of interpersonal violence.
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